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(c. 254-184 BCE), who wrote some 130 Latin farces, and whose plays had undergone a rediscovery during the Renaissance; to the Venetian Carnevale, which originated in 1162 and where elaborate masks were (and still are) the custom; to the mime theater practice of the Byzantine world; to the jongleurs of medieval Europe and the market culture of popular entertainment in the piazza. There is even a theory that the commedia was a response to the political and economic crises of the 16th century that caused actors to band together and form an early sort of "union." It is probably best to sum it up by saying the commedia was the result of the right ingredients coming together at the right place in the right time, as most truly creative endeavors seem to do.
Whatever its origins, what is certain is that the masks worn at Carnevale came in several distinct types, which were often associated with different occupations and character traits. Table 1 is a very brief summary of the major masks and sub-masks and some of the associated names of these stock characters. It would be impossible to include the variants of each name in every language, but the main theme should be readily apparent and easily related to your own knowledge of song literature and opera. I have placed in upper case the main type each character inhabits.
According to Antonio Fava, one of the world's leading maestros of commedia dell'arte and maker of traditional commedia masks, there are only four basic characters: vecchi (old men), capitani (captains, or military/authority figures), innamorati (lovers), and zanni (servants, from which the English word "zany" is descended). 5 All subcharacters are derived, or hybridized, from these. For instance, the vecchi include both the wealthy older man of commerce and the dottore, or notary figure. The innamorati are both male and female, and the reader will recognize many common names used as stock commedia characters in 17th and 18th century European art song: Florinda, Silvia, Lidia, Isabella, and male counterparts Flavio, Silvio, Vittorio, and Lindoro.
Micke Klingvall, a Swedish actor, director, and teacher, suggested in a speech to the Royale Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm that the stereotypes comprising the commedia masks could be found in real life, on the street, during these early days of the genre. The homeless people and country bumpkins that were mocked and teased represented the zanni; real life soldiers became capitani; the vecchi (Pantalone and Dottore) were those who demanded total control, unable to accept anything less; the innamorati are recognizable anywhere as the totally self-absorbed young lovers. 6 I believe these characters are still to be found today in our own time and culture, which explains their continuing appeal.
The first three stock characters identified above are basically "flat," or static: they have a distinct role to play that only rarely varies. The vecchi and capitani are almost always the butt of the joke, providing humor because we so easily recognize these stereotypical personalities that transcend time and place. Who doesn't roll his eyes and laugh at the stodginess of Archie Bunker, or the studied, stilted erudition of Dr. Frasier Crane? The inability of the innamorati to see beyond their own desires provokes the humorous actions of the others who surround them. Think When Harry Met Sally, The Pirates of Penzance, and countless other plotlines in opera and romantic comedies; in fact, the commedia set the stage for today's entire romantic comedy genre. The capitani are the braggadocios of society: the stalwart military man who boasts of his prowess in battle, but squeals when he sees a mouse in the room; or cares only about chasing women, not enemies. Perhaps Belcore in L'elisir d'amore and Col. Klink from Hogan's Heroes both fit this category in different ways. These three types almost always serve as comic foils, the "straight man," even though they can be funny in helping to set up the "joke."
The zanni are marvelously dynamic, inventive, and versatile characters. If the action develops around the innamorati, the zanni perpetuate it. They constitute the largest group of subcharacters, and though they are still considered stock figures in commedia, they are nonetheless imbued with a sense of emotional energy that is only rivaled by their onstage physical pranks and antics. This category ranges in 20th century popular culture from the exaggerated, unscrupulous cartoon villain Wile E. Coyote to the sad, melancholic clown of Red Skelton (a Pierrot if there ever was one). The zanni represent the common man, and are not only the down-and-out denizens and local yokels of 16th century Italy, but in today's adaptable society have evolved to shopkeepers, waitresses, and politicians. Julia Louis-Dreyfuss's current character in Veep is an ideal model, as is Susanna in Le nozze di Figaro. These character types almost always "work for" the vecchi and innamorati of their world, even though The Song File One of the earliest principal icons of the commedia was an onstage tree filled with musical instruments, and the climax of a production was often a musical performance. 7 In fact, the traveling troupe were frequently "virtuosic Always bring a touch of the soap opera to the commedia; other action develops around these two. Elegantly dressed, but flat personalities; they help public to identify with and sink deeply into the story. Create situations of contrasted love, envy, gossip. Simple at heart, witty, vain, chatty, somewhat clumsy, always counterpoint to the more defined and cherished characters (Arlecchino, Pantalone). Very often are the son and daughter of two Vecchi (Pantalone or Dottore). singers;" commedia leading lady Virginia RamponiAndreini (1583-1630), daughter-in-law of Isabella Andreini (Figure 1 ), created the title role in Monteverdi's 1608 L'Arianna at the last minute. Some actual printed music from the commedia survives in early 17th century song anthologies, 8 and readers are no doubt familiar with many character names, such as Pergolesi's "Nina," Scarlatti's "Se Florindo è fedele," and Parisotti's "Se tu m'ami," which includes "Bella rosa porporina/Oggi Silvia sceglierà" in the B section. In art, literature, and music, the chief ambassador of commedia influence is found in the tragic clown figure of Pierrot, and in particular his association with the moon. Even the iconic David Bowie appeared as Pierrot in his 1980 video Ashes to Ashes. Much has been written concerning this character, and I will not go into depth here except to describe Pierrot's impact on early 19th century Paris. Jean-Gaspard Deburau, a Bohemian mime, began appearing at the Théâtre des Funambules around 1819 under the stage name "Baptiste." This theater, which was demolished during Haussmann's rebuilding of Paris in the 1860s, specialized in hosting acrobats and mimes, and Deburau took the part of Pierrot as a young man. He excelled in the role, continually expanding and deepening his Pierrot until he died in 1846. His interpretation of the role leaned towards a restrained and nuanced acting style, replacing the original commedia's bold and brash comedy. Several mimes continued successfully as Pierrot after Deburau's death, including his son Jean-Charles, but it was the elder Deburau who "enshrined Pierrot within French culture, and established the sense of Pierrot as a sensitive and anguished artist." 12 Deburau's Pierrot became further entrenched with the French literati when Théophile Gautier compared the mime's work to the works of Shakespeare in an 1842 fictionalized review, "Shakespeare at the Funambules."
THE FRENCH SYMBOLIST POETS
The French Symbolist movement in literature had its beginnings with Charles Baudelaire's 1857 publication Les fleurs du mal. Baudelaire was significantly influenced by Edgar Allan Poe's morbidly melancholic and often tawdry style, and through his French translations of five volumes of Poe's poetry, Baudelaire helped feed the mid 19th century French literary fascination with the "Watteauesque [13] artifice and commedia dell'arte disguise, a mask of sophistication that half-conceals deeper emotions." 14 This thoroughly French attitude resulted directly from the deflowering of pure Romanticism by the Parnassians, headed by Leconte de L'Isle and, for a time, Baudelaire. Baudelaire was also attracted to the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer, who claimed that the world is driven by a constantly dissatisfied will, which continuously yet unsuccessfully seeks satisfaction.
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The July 1830 political uprising in Paris served as "an intense disillusionment to many young Romantics," 15 including Théophile Gautier (1811-1872), whose writings took on a pessimistic, Schopenhaueresque tone from this time forward. Gautier's 1838 La comédie de la mort included 57 poems loosely based on the premise that spiritual death is far worse than physical death, and that art is the only refuge available from the hostile vagaries of life.
16 This so strongly influenced the then 17 year old Baudelaire (1821-1867) that twenty years later he dedicated his first major publication, the 1857 Les fleurs du mal, to Gautier. Both of these publications were extremely important in the history of art song: Gautier's La comédie de la mort was the textual basis for Hector Berlioz's Les nuits d'été, and Baudelaire's Les fleurs du mal served as rich poetic fodder for numerous French composers, including Debussy, Charpentier, Chausson, Fauré, Henri Duparc, André Caplet, Jean Chatillon, Marcel Bertrand, Jean Cras, Louis Vierne, and D'Indy.
For Théophile Gautier, commedia's stereotypical Pierrot was no simple fool, but rather the epitome of post-Revolutionary French society, an archetype of those who were, sometimes tragically, seeking to find their place in a new, bourgeois world. Pierrot is creative and solitary; he is autonomous, often ironic, and endlessly imaginative. He makes people laugh as he bumbles his way through life, accepting blame for wrongs he has not committed, and he quickly became acknowledged as the paradigm of post-Romantic 19th century French poets, who themselves felt victimized, at odds with society as a whole, lived tragic lives, and often exhibited self-destructive tendencies.
Paul Verlaine (1844-1896) was the Symbolist movement's poster child, and much of his poetry is biographic. Arthur Graham writes that Verlaine's life involved "an overprotective mother, alcoholism, bisexuality, a broken marriage, a lifetime without seeing his son, a religious conversion, drugs, degradation, and finally recognition . . . as a leading Symbolist poet."
17 Verlaine became the "father" of Symbolist poetry with his 1884 publication Les poètes maudits, in which he interwove his own prose with poems by some of the poets he felt were similarly "cursed" by their obscurity and odd sense of spiritual extremity, simultaneously "hell-bent" and "heaven-storming." 18 The first line of Verlaine's "Art poétique" (Jadis et naguère, 1884) announced the principle that underlies most of Verlaine's poetry: "De la musique avant toute chose" (Music before anything else).
19 Verlaine brought musical elements back to French poetry that had by and large been missing since the Renaissance: euphony, elegance, meter, and formal perfection. He also drew much of his imagery from music, especially in Fêtes galantes.
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By their very temperament, the Symbolists were attracted to commedia characters, whose own natures were masked both figuratively and literally. Masks allowed the actors to become caricatures, and no longer completely open to the pains and misfortunes of fate. The stylized masks simultaneously symbolized and veiled artistic ferment, and served to distinguish the creative artist from the man behind the mask. 21 In the Symbolist world, the masks became aspects of an inner life, representing personal conflict; all the masks together therefore contain aspects not only of one's private life, but of all humanity. Commedia always tells the same tale: death and resurrection in a festive context. 22 Much that the commedia accomplished through physical pranks, costuming, masks, and somewhat vulgar gags, the Symbolists accomplished through finessing life's ambiguities. To the Symbolists, symbols were not merely allegories, intended to represent; instead, they were meant to evoke particular states of mind. This is what is most apparent to me in the French mélodies that many of us (and our students) sing. In Verlaine's poem "Mandoline" (most famously set by both Debussy and Fauré), a picture is painted, a mood set; the companions Tircis, Aminte, Clitandre, and Damis-commedia figures all-show us their personalities by their actions, not their words, for they have none. We know how they are dressed, where they are, that one has written verses, that one is strumming the mandolin-but that is all we know of them. A picture of desultory amusement is painted, but nothing more. Similarly, Henri Duparc set Charles Baudelaire's "La vie antérieure" (Les fleurs du mal), in which Baudelaire vividly describes the immense columns and porticos, the rolling waves making mystic music, and the nude slaves imbued with fragrance who refreshed his brow with palm leaves. But this powerful portrait merely serves to defend the Symbolist manifesto, that art's purpose was to provide a temporary refuge from the strife of the will and the world, with these final two lines of the poem: "Et don't l'unique soin était d'approfondir/Le secret douloureux qui me faisait languir" (And whose sole purpose was to understand in depth/The sorrowful secret that made me suffer). None of this is real outside of his mind, but even if it were, his sole purpose in being there is to understand his own suffering. Schopenhauer's philosophy of pessimism, to be sure! My goal in writing this article is to inspire you to continue this research wherever you are in your musical journey. There is much still to be mined from the commedia dell'arte and its influence on French Symbolist poetry; there is perhaps a doctoral dissertation to be written on how that poetry affected not only contemporary French composers, but other musicians across Western culture-Schoenberg, Honegger, Milhaud, Hindemith, Berg, Widor, Britten, Vaughan Williams, Zemlinsky, Ned Rorem, even the Russians Gretchaninov and Taneyev, all wrote art songs composed to the poetry of the French Symbolists. Let this small contribution be a starting point for continued exploration, inspiring you to breathe vitality and creativity into your own performances through deeper knowledge, while understanding yourself as a singer to be a small part of the wider world of art: timeless, immortal, and always newly formed.
Plaudite, amici, commedia finita est.
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